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The Crisis in Inner City Confidence

"1 told M
myself
that I. .
could
do it"

Fear roams the city streets in many forms, but the most insidious of all is the
fear of failure.
When A. Ruth Randall saw that fear in the eyes of classmates at Philadelphia's
Opportunities Industrialization Center, founded by the Rev. Dr. Leon H. Sullivan
she was more than ever determined to succeed. She had to, with five children
and a home to support. She was separated from her husband, she had no prior
business experience, and she was on partial welfare.
Trained as a clerk-typist by O I C in 1968, A. Ruth Randall joined the West
Nicetown-Tioga Neighborhood Health Center staff, where a unique experiment
is being conducted by Temple University to determine if a prepaid health
maintenance program can serve the needs of the inner city. Today, three
promotions later, she is marketing supervisor for the program's Health
Maintenance Plan, which provides supplementary insurance protection to
welfare recipients.
Another measure of Ruth Randall is that she has been a student at Temple for
the past four years and will attend school full time this summer in order to earn
her degree in social work. Four of her five children are now high school
graduates, and two have also attended universities.
Yet after spending a day with TEMPO'S editor, some of the fear of failure
remains, " D i d I do the right thing?" she asks, "Were the decisions 1 made the right
ones for my children? Was it right to feed and clothe them well instead of giving
them a better environment?" Her own words will help the reader to decide.—RP

The Family
Although we live in North Philadelphia, my children do not think of us as poor;
they do not think they are deprived. They think they can do anything, and when I
hear them say that I am proud of them. I teach them to love each other and to be
close to each other. Because when 1 am gone one day, they will need each other.
And who knows more about you and can love you more than the person you
grew up with, your brother or sister? Love each other, 1 say, give to each other,
stay together. Every Saturday we have our family discussion. I share everything
with them. We don't have secrets about money, for example. My children know
how much I earn. When the girls wanted a new dress, 1 would show them my
paycheck and then all the bills I had to pay; I would tell them that the next week, if
there was only the phone bill and the mortgage to pay, 1 would buy them that new
dress. My sister used to say to me when the children were small, "Why are you
telling the kids that? They don't understand." But they did understand
I think the bottom of my life came when Kimberley, my baby, had a heart
problem and was in the hospital for seven weeks. The doctor wanted to put her in
a children's heart hospital for two years. I watched her crying, and I said 1 believed
1 could take care of her myself if I was assisted by a city nurse. The Heart Fund
really helped me out, like renting a hospital crib for her, and paying the bills for
two years while I stayed home to take care of her and was on w e l f a r e —
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The Student
O I C opened the door for my today. In North Carolina, we didn't have typewriters
in school; they mostly prepared you for home economics. When Kimberley
became better, I enrolled in a clerk-typist course at O I C . Although I wanted to go
to school, I was afraid. The first time I was sitting in front of the typewriter, I was
scared to death; it was like a big monster staring at me. I think I was afraid of
failure, that [ couldn't make it. There were some things, black people were told,
that you just didn't do, and I only had to look around to see that black people just
didn't hold certain jobs. And I was afraid people would laugh at me and say,
"You're not capable; your mind is not geared to do that kind of work."
But you have to tell yourself you can make it. You have to tell yourself God
will provide. And I told myself I can read, I can write, I can understand—and that I
could do it. But when I talked to my counselor at O I C , 1 kept saying, "What if 1
don't work out? In my heart I know I can, and 1 want the job and need the job, but
suppose I don't make it?" That was how I felt when they sent me to work for
Temple University....

On (fie steps of their North Philadelphia
home, Ruth Randall pauses with daughters
Kimberley, left, and Leisa and son
Gregory. Two sons were absent, 5am, Jr.,
at work, and Anthony in the Air Force.
Ruth is introduced to a typing class by Executive Director Thomas Ritter of the
Philadelphia OIC. The national OIC is a firm client.
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The job

Director Curtis Owens discusses growth of
insurance coverage with Ruth at Entrance of
West Nicetown-Tioga
Neighborhood
Health Center in Philadelphia.

When I became the registrar at the West Nicetown-Tioga Community Health
Center, which is run by Temple, I recalled taking my own children downtown to
the city hospital and being ignored all day long. I decided that since I was now on
the other side of the desk, I would make people feel welcome and keep the work
flowing as fast as possible so they didn't have to wait.
Since it was a small office, I also learned other duties. When the medical
supervisor left six months after I came, I learned that job. O n e day Mr. Owens, the
director, came to the department to find out what backlog existed since the
resignation of the supervisor, and he was surprised when I said there wasn't any.
Me said I was ready to be supervisor, and I said I didn't feel I could be; but he said
what 1 had learned in six months showed him I could do it.
Much later a job opened for a marketing supervisor with the Health
Maintenance Plan, which is supplementary medical insurance sold to welfare
clients at the center. I told them I wanted the job, and they said I didn't qualify
because I didn't have a degree. This is what made me enroll at the university. 1
really wanted that job. Meanwhile, I was asked to analyze the back log created by
the registration for the plan, which I did. So when the program was working, I said
1 had proven 1 could do the work and that I was going back to school to get my
degree, so could I have the job? I guess they thought I had changed quite a bit
from the girl who wasn't sure she could do anything

The Center
People don't seem to worry about the maintenance of their car, so it's hard to get
anyone to think about health maintenance. We're all used to seeing a doctor only
when we need one. But the State of Pennsylvania has given Temple funds to find
out if health care will cost less if people will see a doctor regularly. We have 20
doctors serving 25,000 people today, with special workers going into the homes to
give prenatal advice or teach mothers how to care for babies.
Some people come to the center who are not medically sick, but they're
frustrated about different things and need to get pointed in some kind of
direction. I help them in any way I can. We also have a bus to bring in older people
for treatment. Some haven't been out of their house in a year or more, and it feels
good to know they are getting regular treatment finally, seeing the same team of
doctors and nurses all the time. But it's another thing to get the average family to
come in for things like blood tests, hypertension tests, pap tests, and soon.
It's just hard to get people to change their ways. 1 have 6,194 people
registered under the Health Maintenance Plan we sell. It covers items like braces,
dental work, eyeglasses, prescriptions, and so on that are not provided free by the
center. We tell people we must replace their welfare card with ours, for example,
when they register, and some are not ready to doit.
The demonstration project is for four years and we will soon renegotiate for a
fifth year. Whatever is decided, we have shown in North Philadelphia what we
can do in our own community
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Darryl Watson patiently endures his
checkup by Dr. Lillian Chin, director
of professional services at the
neighborhood health center. Ruth
is watching at right.

Dr, Michael Dolfman, chairman of
department of health administration,
discusses a class paper with Ruth

at the Temple campus.

The University
Becoming a student at Temple was not easy. Because I was already a full-time
mother, father, and wage earner. But the first thing I taught my children was to
respect themselves, not to sell out for fancy clothes or any other pleasures that life
offers. And part of the respect you should have is for your own mind.
My children know I would never permit them to drop out of school. We
could have moved to a better neighborhood, but I decided education was more
important. And if I was going to be the breadwinner, 1 had to increase my own
education, too. 1 have sacrificed a lot just so they could goto high school, but I
have also been lucky that they have patterned their lives after mine.
I used to have the fear that I might die while the children are young, leaving
them unprepared. If you can't find a job, I would tell them, don't let it be because
you don't have an education. If you've been proud of me, 1 want you to become
even prouder of yourself

The Neighborhood
I always want to give something in return when I receive anything. That is how 1
feel about North Philadelphia, even with the street life so dangerous for the
children. O n e day I went to a meeting of the community council and discovered
there were people from city hall there helping us rezone our area. I didn't ask
why they were there, I just saw they were helping us. So 1 began to goto meetings
and volunteer for work, and when they asked us to remember them at election
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Lillian Polhill, president of North
Glenwood Civic Council, shows Ruth
the 1600 block of Toronto St., where
residents have added porch-fronts to
make their homes more attractive.

time, I started bargaining. The year I became the council president, a child was
killed by a car just a half block from my house. He was the third one kilted at that
intersection, and J actually saw him lying there in his blood. It made me sick. We
got trees and flowers and tot's parks put in that year, but I think the best thing I did
as president was being instrumental in getting a traffic light put in at that corner.
Today, however, people are selling their homes and moving out. Houses
are being boarded up, four on my block, and the people who are moving in
are younger and are renting. Many are welfare recipients. They just don't have
the interest in the area that the homeowners did. The council is doing its best,
but the interest just isn't there any more. . . ,

The Student's Return
I feel it is Cod's will that I have the job I hold today. And after many trials and
hardships, I feel obligated to help someone else. That is why I accepted Dr,
Thomas Ritter's appointment as temporary head of the new alumni council at
OIC. I can share with people some of the same problems, the same
experiences that they have. I had five children to raise alone, 1 was on welfare.
I was afraid. And I didn't feel sorry for myself.
I don't like to think where I would be today without O I C , I would
probably have stayed on welfare. O r maybe I would have gone back to North
Carolina and tried marriage all over and had another failure. I'm sure I could
not have motivated my children to stay in school, because we would have
needed the money and been more materialistic in our thinking. In fact, the
boys would probably have never graduated from high school, and who knows
what trouble they might have gotten into.
Sometimes 1 ask myself if all the denial and suffering in my life has been
Ruth reviews OIC alumni list with the Rev.
worth it. And my answer is always that I would not have lived completely if I
Mark Peace, director of community relations.
had not experienced such pain and denial. To experience denial is the only
way to learn the true value of something. And I think my children appreciate
life more because they have come through the same denial and suffering
that I have.
O
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